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camp	 is	 located	 in	 the	semi-arid	Turkana	region	of	Kenya,	
which	borders	Sudan,	Ethiopia	and	Uganda.	















mental	 aspects.	 For	 example,	 in	 2005	 the	 camp	 had	 four	
secondary	schools,	23	primary	schools	and	seven	pre-schools	
that	accounted	for	a	total	of	33,000	students.	These	students	
The Accidental City: 
Urbanisation in an East-African 
refugee camp
Refugee camps are regarded as temporary settle-
ments, organised according to the functionality of 
humanitarian operations. According to this politi-
cal view, refugees are passive recipients of aid and 
the dynamics of life in the camps remain hidden. 
Instead, refugee camps can be seen as emerging 
urban environments.  
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target	 groups	 for	 intervention	 –	 women,	 children,	 or	 the	






tunities	 from	Kenyan	cities	 such	as	Nairobi).	The	 refugees	












the	camp	are	 imported	 from	elsewhere,	 in	 turn	providing	
market	 opportunities	 for	 the	 surrounding	 local	 Turkana	
population.	
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The	markets	 for	 fresh	 vegetables	 and	 goat	meat	 are	 very	
large.	The	 local	Turkana	 sell	 cattle,	 goats,	 camels,	 chickens	
and	 vegetables	 to	 the	 refugees,	 either	 through	 shops	 or	





clothing,	 suitcases,	 radios,	 cassette	 and	 CD	 players	 and	 a	
wide	variety	of	household	items	are	sold,	including	cosmet-
ics	and	hygiene	products.	




In	 the	 economy	 of	 Kakuma,	 enterprise,	 social	 change	 and	
social	and	human	capital	are	strongly	related	to	each	other.	
A	refugee	who	finished	secondary	school	can	be	employed	as	














officers,	 nurses	 and	 so	 on.	 Similar	 linkages	 exist	 between	
Kenyan	 cities	 and	 the	 camp,	 and	 between	 the	 local	 host	
population	and	the	camp.	






Refugee	 camp	economies	 contradict	 the	problems	 associ-
ated	with	protracted	refugee	situations.	One	of	those	prob-
lems	is	that	refugees	in	Kenya	(as	in	many	other	camps)	are	
officially	 not	 allowed	 to	 work.	 Inside	 the	 camp,	 however,	
what	is	officially	allowed	in	this	respect	and	what	actually	
takes	 place	 can	 differ	 greatly.	 The	 same	 applies	 to	 travel.	
While	refugees	are	officially	restricted	to	the	camp,	some	can	
be	 seen	 departing	 for	 and	 returning	 from	 Nairobi,	 other	
Kenyan	cities	and	even	Sudan	on	a	daily	basis.	Refugees	thus	
negotiate	their	way	through	restrictions	to	find	possibilities	











existence	 of	 the	 camp.	Many	“drop-out	 pastoralists”	 have	
settled	around	the	camp	seeking	livelihoods	inside	the	camp	
and	in	its	environs.		According	to	estimates	by	the	UN	and	the	
local	 chief,	 their	 numbers	 grew	 to	 between	 45,000	 and	
65,000	in	2006.	
While	 some	 friction	 is	 caused	by	 the	 reality	 (or	paradox?)	
that	many	 refugees	are	“better	off”	 than	members	of	 the	
local	Turkana	community,	most	locals	believe	they	would	be	
far	worse	off	without	 the	refugees.	The	camp	has	become	
something	 of	 a	 paradox:	 a	 temporary	 place	 that	 slowly	
shakes	 its	 features	 of	 temporality	 through	 processes	 of	
place-making	that	are	similar	to	forms	of	urbanisation,	with	
no	end	in	sight	as	of	yet.	
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Members of the Somali community started a microcredit 
system to aid business initiatives by women’s groups. As 
soon as one group had repaid its debt a slot opened up 
for another group; this system is in a way similar to that 
of an agency offering microcredit. The NGO discourse on 
refugee dependency has a tendency to overlook these 
activities that are outside of the intervention area. 
Somali leaders estimated that nearly 90 percent of their 
population in the camp was no longer dependent on 
UNHCR handouts (similar estimates come from the 
Dadaab camps).
